Comparison of polymerase chain reaction technique with other methods for detection of Mycobacterium leprae in tissues of wild nine-banded armadillos.
Thirty, nine-banded armadillos weighing between 3 and 5 kilograms trapped from an area endemic for armadillo leprosy were collected at random; killed, autopsied and examined histopathologically. Also, one of the right inguinal lymph nodes was removed under sterile precautions and examined using PCR, direct smear examination, mouse footpad study, culture in laboratory media and histopathology with a view to detecting Mycobacterium leprae. Blood was collected at death and tested for IgM antibodies to PGL-1. According to the PCR study of the inguinal lymph nodes 16 of 30 armadillos (53.3%) had evidence of M. leprae. Significant levels of IgM antibodies to PGL-1 and identifiable lepromatous granuloma in inguinal lymph nodes were found in 2 animals (6.7%) with advanced disseminated disease. The prevalence of generalized leprosy according to autopsy study was 13.3% and according to histopathological examination of ear tissue 3.3%. The presence of M. leprae in the tissues evoked no special tissue reaction in the early stages. The pattern of spread of the disease in 2 animals closely resembled that found in experimental animals infected intracutaneously. Initiation of infection by inoculation of M. leprae through thorn pricks remains a distinct possibility.